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"He who fights with monsters might take care lest he thereby become a monster. And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you."Friedrich Nietzsche











  
  
Chapter 1




From darkness, I emerge. The world is shining, impossibly bright. I clamp my eyes to shut it out. Discomfort bleeds in no matter how hard I close them. I itch and ache all over. A pile of thin blankets covers me. They’re a white so pure it hurts to look at. I have to move. I have to stand. I'll die if I don't. 

Like a newborn again, I take my feeble first steps, testing the strength of my legs. I’ve lost coordination, certainly lost muscle. I shake my head, thick with drugs and sleep. How long have I been out? I make it to the door before some small nuisance tugs at my arm, and I tug back. Thin wires fall out of a machine on the far side of the room, and a mild beeping fills my head. Is that just in my head? I look around the room, bracing myself on the cool metal door frame to stay upright.

Some sort of hospital. It’s cramped and smells of disinfectant. Not the nice kind either, the kind they use when they think you’re not waking up. It’s full of white and silver machines that whir and blink and spin and pulse, and they’re screaming in my skull, and it’s too much I can’t fucking take it.

I squeeze my eyes shut as nausea washes over me and threatens to take my legs. My heart thrums in my ears. I grip on to the door frame with the meager hand strength I have left. I breathe in deeply, hold it, and then exhale. Eventually, my heart rate drops back down, and the nausea settles.

Thoughts force their way into my brain like needles into a formless wad of yarn. Someone will know that I’m awake, someone will come. They’ll have information, and I’ll pay them and then leave.

At the thought of payment, I panic. If you live long enough on the edge, the terror of an unknown bill can make you spiral. Adrenaline shoots through me, bringing with it some much needed clarity, and I flip my left wrist and navigate the screen installed there until it displays my credit balance.

I can feel my eyes bulging as my legs go weak again and threaten to collapse under me. How big of a job had this been? Holy shit, how much did I gamble? It’s more money than I’ve ever seen. Breathe, just breathe.

The door to my room swings open behind me, and I lock eyes with someone who looks familiar. He’s tall, wearing a white lab coat with a short graying beard, and has a very stern look on his face. He’s handsome, in a grizzled, fatherly way. His face tugs at my memory, but nothing surfaces from those murky depths.

He breaks my gaze, and shaking his head, sighs. “Sit down before you give yourself a heart attack too, Nicholas.” He motions back to the bed. I mechanically make my way to it, and sit.

Taking a stool across from me, the man adjusts his lab coat and then continues. “Here’s the story, you took a big one, a real fucking nasty one, and I was pretty certain you weren’t coming back. Now I expect that you’ve got some short term amnesia so I’ll fill in some blanks. Stop me if it starts coming back so we can talk about more interesting things.

“Your name is Nicholas, my name is Brian. We’ve known each other for a decade, we’re friends, but some days I really wish we weren’t. You’re a Sicko.” The name stirs something in me. “That means you make a living trading money for taking on other people’s diseases. It’s a fucking stupid existence if you ask me, but you hire me to look after you and keep you alive, and I get a cut of your earnings.”

With a sudden anger, he grabs my wrist and flips it over and taps his pointer finger against my screen. “Did you see how much coin is on this thing? That’s after you paid me too, I wanted payment before the procedure because your odds were pretty bad. Now that’s enough to quit, so stop fucking doing this. I am tired of piecing you back together.” He accentuates each of these last words with a finger thump on my wrist, and after a long pause he says, “I don’t want to see you die on my gurney.” He looks away.

Scattered memories start to flood back in. A handshake in a dark room with someone smoking, sitting in a sterile room with my body plugged into a disease transfer machine, Brian yelling at junior staff and shaking some images, a machine showing erratic vitals, and then absolute darkness.

“How long have I been out?” I ask, slowly. Talking is difficult. My tongue feels alien, too thick, too rigid. I have to concentrate on each word. They come out heavy and wrong, like my mouth is full of cotton.

“Three months in a medically induced coma, one month of treatment before that. At first, you were heavily drugged to keep the pain levels low. And when—” He makes a small choking noise, and then continues after a pause. “And when we knew you probably wouldn’t make it we had to put you under so your body could focus on healing.”

I’m stunned. My eyes find the mirror behind Brian and it’s painfully clear what the time has taken from me. There are bones visible through my hollow, pale skin. My already angular face is sunken now, outlining my high cheekbones, sharp nose, and narrowed green eyes. My head is bald except for a few long straggles of black hair. I don’t remember being an attractive person. Now I’m terrifying. Shaking, I ask in a small voice, “What the hell did I take on?”

“Cancer, a particularly nasty lung cancer. The bastard you traded with lied. I fucking told you he would, but you saw the money and went for it anyways. Stage one he said. Hah! No, it was fully metastasized. He showed you old scans, hired fake doctors to convince you. He probably figured you’d die, because that’s what Sickos do. You bite off something too big and it takes you out, and those rich, smug fucks get to keep on living lavishly.”

“Can I report him to anyone? That kind of shit’s got to be illegal–”

Brian interrupts me. “What, did you lose your brain while you were under? Illegal?! No one gives a shit what those cats do. You report him and the best you could hope is that the Inquisitors ignore you, otherwise you might wind up in a gutter at the bottom of the Boroughs. Just be happy you woke up from this one, that’s the only thing you’re going to win today.”

Brian stands up and walks towards the door, but something gnaws at him. He pauses and turns back. “Look, kid, you’re going to be fine. Your cancer markers are back to baseline, and somehow you even woke up from your coma. I’d say it was a miracle if I believed in anything like that. Now, you’re going to rest in this bed, I’m going to send down some really shitty hospital food, and you’re going to eat it all and think about what you’re going to do with your time now that money’s not tight. And you better not tell me you’re going to take on another job, or I’ll kick your skinny ass.”

“Do you mind bringing the food back yourself? I might have some more questions by then.” Memories have started to come back, images through a haze of smoke, and I know a lot rides on what moves I make next.

Brian rolls his eyes, turns, and shuts the door behind him without responding. Smiling, I lay back down and close my eyes. I like Brian, he’s a good sort.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Disease Transfer Machine, or the Box as we call it down here, was invented some time before the city. It’s always existed here, the primary thing shaping our lives. It sounds noble at first, the elimination of disease, until you realize it only works that way if you can afford it. For those of us in the lower levels, it’s the thing killing us. It’s the only job we can find. It’s the poison that we can’t stop eating.

Do I know how it works? Not a fucking clue. One person sits on each side of the giant metal box, various tubes extend from it and connect to each of them. There’s a giver’s seat and a receiver’s seat, and no one else in the room when they turn the thing on. It’s a strangely intimate thing, sitting across the room from your destroyer. There’s a feeling of great suction all over your body, and then the misery sets in. The symptoms start like a bucket of ice water dumped on your shoulders. I’ve always wondered what a great relief it must feel like on the other side.

The backbone of our economy is built on it. The very rich trade their diseases to the very poor for appropriate compensation agreed on by both parties. But realistically, when you’re poor enough you’re too constrained to know what appropriate compensation is. Some people have tried to create laws around it, establishing contractual requirements and base pay for different diseases. They don’t mean much though, there was always someone willing to go under the base pay, there was always someone that needed the money badly enough to take the risk. Laws just give the illusion that what’s happening is fair. Of course, it’s not.

This new caste of people, the perpetually ill, were lovingly nicknamed Sickos. The working poor hated them for the ease they got their money, the middle class decried the horrors of rampant capitalism they represented, and everyone tried to buy their services when their own bill came due.

I know some that only take on petty viruses. The money’s shit, but it’s consistent and it won’t kill you. Most people start small though, and then slowly work their way to the more serious stuff as they get older. We’ve all got plans drawn up for who gets the money when we kick it, and everyone just hopes they can set their family up to get out of this existence. But almost no one does. Sometimes, very rarely, someone would gamble big and win, and the promise of that kept everyone else trudging on.

I was sick of seeing it. Watching families get torn apart after someone took on that one, big job and lost. Watching the money from it run out. It was never enough to sustain those left behind. And then watching the youngest of them start down the same path, perpetuating this never-ending cycle of shit and death. Most of us didn’t live past 35, less than a quarter of what the wealthy elite live.

When I was 10, I watched my father waste away from a cancer he took to set up our family. In the Boroughs we’re taught to honor the sacrifice of our family. They die to give us a better life. Fuck that. When he finally passed after months of pain I didn’t feel pride in his death, I just missed his presence. Glorifying his death felt cheap. He didn’t sacrifice himself so I could live, this world ate him up until there was nothing left, and then tried to feed me some hero’s tale. I refused to eat that bullshit.

I knew two things then. The first was that I wasn’t going to bring a family into this meat grinder. The second was that if I was going to sacrifice myself, it was going to be to put an end to it all, not to continue the cycle. My father’s death made it clear to me—it has to stop, someone has to stop it.

I knew it would be rare though. The cost of transfer goes up exponentially as a disease progresses, and finding someone willing gets less likely as the survival chances dip. There’s still a market when life expectancy is discussed in months or days, but there are only a few people ready to make that sacrifice. People like my father. Still, it can take precious time to negotiate after that, and not all deals close in time. I needed to find someone willing to pay almost anything, but with a disease I might actually survive from.

I met my chance in a smoke filled bar. He told me about his early diagnosis, about the positive outcomes that were expected. All the while he smoked rollers from an ornate, silver case. But I saw the flash of rust red that he buried in a napkin after a coughing fit. And I saw the lie behind his eyes every time he said, Stage 1. I stared at the burning tip he held between yellowed fingers and imagined the flame growing to consume me. Then I told the man what he was going to pay me.


      [image: image-placeholder]A few hours pass before Brian shows back up, the promised tray of hospital food in his left hand. They print the whole thing in the mess hall upstairs out of nutrient blocks. It turns the tasteless cubes into something resembling meat and vegetables, but they still all taste vaguely similar. I’ve had some time to think, but in that instant all I can remember is that I’m a living thing that’s been starved for four months. Brian hands me the tray, and I attack the slab of nutrient meat without stopping to grab cutlery. Somewhere in my brain I know it’s terrible, the same old shit I always eat, but at that moment I’ve never tasted something so wonderful. At least it looks like real food.

“Slow down, you’re going to make yourself sick! Shit, if I knew I was feeding an animal I would have just thrown raw blocks at you.” Brian’s voice sounds rough, but he’s smiling while watching me eat.

I pause, set down the food, and wipe my hands clean on a napkin. I motion to the stool opposite me and he sits down. I break off the printed knife and fork from the side of the tray and cut off small, measured bites. We don’t talk while I eat, and when I’ve cleaned the plate I set it to the side and look into his eyes.

“Brian, thank you. I knew this was going to be a terrible risk going into it, and a lesser friend would have abandoned me while I was comatose. You’re a good man, and a better friend than I deserve for sticking this out.”

He nods, waiting pensively for what is coming next.

“I’ve got to ask for help again though—” Anger rises in his face so I put up my hand to pacify him. “Not with another job, I’m done with that. Look, I went into this taking the biggest risk of my life, and knowing damn well that I’d either die or get a chance to make a difference. And thanks to you, I get that chance. Now what comes next may not be to your liking, but this is why I took on that cancer. I had a plan going into this. You can’t stop me, I need you to understand that. But I’m going to give you the option, do you want to know and help me willingly, or do you want me to tell you what I need and leave out the why?”

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, so let’s just start with what it is you think you need,” Brian says, gruffly. Smart man, there’s enough bullshit in this world that it’s good to not entangle yourself.

“Tell everyone I died here, including your staff. Fake the reports, take one of those stiffs out of the morgue, say it’s me, and burn it. Then get me out of here without anyone seeing.”

He stares at me blankly, an endless stream of questions formulating behind his eyes.

“Look I gave you the option here, that’s what I need, and if you want to know why, I’ll tell you. But if I tell you, you’re involved. And you know what that means. I’m heading down a road, and it would be great to have a friend with me, but I won’t take that risk for you.”

Brian opens his mouth, and then shuts it several times. His glasses have slid down the bridge of his nose, and absent mindedly he pushes them back up. Resolve builds behind his eyes, and when he speaks next I already know that he’s in.

“Fine, Nick. I’ll bite. Why do you think you want me to fake your death? What’re you planning that you need to be dead to do?”

I breathe in, I’ve been prepping these next words for the past few hours, feeling their flavor on my tongue. I lean forward on the edge of my bed and stare into his eyes. “I’m going to tear the system down, the whole disease transfer system. All the remote units work with guidance from some central processing station in Sun Gate, and I’m going to cut the cord. I’m talking about maximum possible destruction, scorched earth, nothing standing afterwards. Maybe they’ll rebuild it, or maybe they don’t even know how to anymore, but it will give us the time we need to break out of this cycle. I’m going to take the fight to those fuckers, make them pay for what they’ve done to us. I’m going to burn it all down.”

Brian erupts in laughter. He throws his head back and roars, and when he’s done there are tears streaming down his face. I was prepared for anger, but not this, and my face sours. “I’m afraid to say you’ve lost the plot, Nick. You’re one man, and you can barely walk right now you’re so weak! You’re going to infiltrate Sun Gate and tear down the system. Fuck, that’s rich. So tell me, Nick, how in the hell do you plan to pull that off?”

I flip my left wrist out and show him my screen. I show him my credit balance, and his eyes widen in terror. It’s a sum that even breaks his concept of reality. “Brian, I knew the cancer had metastasized. I knew it, and I made that fucker pay for it. I knew it would set me up to change things. People don’t take jobs like that unless they’re ready to die and leave the money for their kids. Finding someone is rare, and he didn’t have the time. So I took the gamble. I bet on you—”

Anger flushing his face, Brian stands suddenly and slaps me across the face. I reel from it, my body is too weak for abuse, and for a moment I go limp across the bed. My head pounds. Slowly, I sit back up, and seeing what the blow did to me, Brian sits back down. He’s still furious, but he won’t hit me again.

“Trust me, I know I deserved that,” I say. “It’s a small consolation, but in the event I died the money was all going to an account that you had access to. I figured you’d have some ideas on how to improve people’s lives with it. But I lived, and it’s a long road from here. So you wanted to know how I’m going to pull it off? I’m going to do it like the rich do it, with excess funding, and all the fancy toys.”

Brian stares at the floor, his arms resting on his knees and his back hunched. It takes me a moment, but I realize that he’s crying. I think about putting my hand on his shoulder, but remembering his slap from moments before, I think better of it.

He looks up eventually, and wipes the tears from his face. “You’re a real asshole, kid. You know that?” There’s love in his eyes, and pain. It hurts me worse than the slap ever could have. “I want you to just choose a boring life, get fat and be lazy, drink too much and have some kids. Shit, you’ve suffered enough to earn a bit of enjoyment. But people like you, well I should have known you’d only choose more suffering. I don’t know what it is you think you have to prove, or who you’re trying to convince that you’re worth a damn. I’ll help you. You’ve already proven that you’ll be dead if I don’t. I guess I’ve always been a sucker too, I’ve spent too much time around your lot. If this is really what you’re planning, I’ll be beside you to see where it leads.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Rain pummels me, and I embrace it. So this is what being reborn feels like. I’m wet all over and getting colder by the minute. But I also haven’t felt this good since I started being a Sicko, and I let it soak in. I just had to die to get here. Through the closed door behind me, Brian is putting my plan into action. My life as Nicholas Fiveboroughs is ending back there through official reports, a solid cover story, and the charred remains of someone that no one remembers.

Here in the city, your name is nearly as good as your retina scan. Our names were crafted by the city. All the people in my family were named either Nicholas or Nicholette, and we came from Five Boroughs, the slum that ringed the outside of the metropolis. This naming was supposed to give some order, we were the only family with that unique name combination, but it’s just another way they keep us in our place. No matter what had happened in my life, no matter how far I’d risen, I’d always have been a Fiveboroughs.

If I kept that name, it wouldn’t be long until the city tracked down my mum. She was the only one from my family still living, if you could call it that. My da’s stomach cancer paid well. My mum still lived on that money for the most part. She kept the house in order and took on seasonal colds to make the money last longer. I would not have her pay for the crimes I was planning.

Realizing that I’ve been sitting still for too long, I lower my head against the rain and start moving. I move quickly up the street, starting the long climb to one of the richer districts. If I was going to stay anonymous, if I had any hope of infiltrating Sun Gate, I needed a new face.


      [image: image-placeholder]The city is built like a circular, three-peaked mountain that’s separated into five distinct zones. It’s completely enclosed, but you’d never know it. The walls create a constant video stream that’s meant to resemble a day and night cycle. The colors even change with seasons and reflect the city’s internal weather. It gives an aura of spaciousness, like when you walk into a room lined with mirrors. Living here, I never think about the walls. There’s just the city.

Ringing the city at the bottom is the Five Boroughs district. It might have been separate places at one point, but no one cared enough to continue to recognize them. It’s mostly full of Sickos, the working poor, and those slowly marching toward starvation. The only thing further down the hill from us is the sewers that recycle our waste and water, and the smell of it pervades everything in the Boroughs. We all mostly look out for each other down here. Everyone’s been laid low or missed a meal, so we share when there’s a surplus.

Up the hill is Meadow Hearth. It rings the city up to the base of the three peaks and is by far the most diverse region of the city. Every corner is alive with some hustle at all hours of the day. The red light district occupies a quarter of it, and the rest is full of small cafes, bars, shops, hospitals, and street vendors. It’s a place full of honest people, mostly, who just want to work hard and get paid decent. It’s also where the rich come down for their wild nights and fancy brunches. Brian’s hospital, where I’ve spent too many nights getting patched back together, is there.

From here, the city splits into three peaks of high rises, sky scrapers, and megatowers. The lowest of these is Sky’s Reach. There you’ll find working-class elites and high-end services, the type of things that only the rich can afford. The buildings are tall and purposeful, and although they’re well constructed, they’re not lavish. That’s where I’m heading tonight, and it’s the highest I’ve ever made it.

Past Sky’s Reach, guards patrol the streets to make sure the riff-raff doesn’t climb too high. The second tallest peak is Cloud Spire. It sparkles over the city in fantastic silver and glass that seems to glisten even without the sun. From what I’ve heard, it’s mostly full of new money. People living lavishly, loudly, and with little concern for resources. Partying is a way of life up there, and those from the Boroughs that claim to have seen it first hand tell stories of great costume balls with food wasting on tables and rivers of wine flowing into cups.

Beyond that is Sun Gate. The massive golden tower at the center of the city extends up into the sky and looms over everything else. Up there is wealth and power I can’t even comprehend. It’s a mystery to everyone, I’ve heard even those in Cloud Spire can’t get access. It’s all political elites, old money, and enough Inquisitors to wage a war up there. The servers for the Disease Transfer Machines are somewhere in that golden tower too. I always start to feel vertigo if I look up at it for too long.

I bring my eyes back down and continue climbing.


      [image: image-placeholder]“You can’t just waltz in here and expect me to clear my schedule! I have clients, they’re important people, they make appointments with me because I’m damn good at what I do, and they do not accept it if I cancel them!” Michelangelo is gesturing grandly and spilling his rose colored wine on the pristine, white tile floor of his studio’s rear lobby, the one he only tells certain clients about, as he yells at me. I absorb it calmly and smile back. Then, as if seeing me for the first time he adds, “Also, I must say Nicholas you look terrible, darling. Is this the best work that doctor of yours can do?”

“Shove off it, Micah. I know you don’t work on Tuesdays or I wouldn’t have stopped by. Besides, it’s called a favor for a reason, and you know damn well that you owe one.” Not many know Micah’s real name. He would certainly prefer that I didn’t, and it immediately makes him blanch.

Micah Skysreach, or Michelangelo as he’s known to his clients, is a beauty of a man. Anyone in his profession has to be. Of course, you really can’t tell how much is natural and where his handiwork starts. He stands a head taller than me, and his muscular frame dwarfs my shrunken form. His face is angled and chiseled, and his dirty blonde hair hangs in a ponytail behind his head. Micah also has certain proclivities in the red light district that have left him with several cases of syphilis, an embarrassing affliction for someone in his position. Over the years, I’ve helped him cure them and keep it quiet, and he found the discretion very valuable.

“Yeah, alright, fine. You got me. There’s nothing on tonight’s schedule, but I was really enjoying some wine.” At this, he motions to the adjoining doorway, and I understand that one of his guests is likely upfront enjoying the wine with him.

“Sorry to interrupt you, but it’s urgent. Please send whoever is up front home, and I’ll pick up the cost. I need your best work, I need it tonight, and I come with cash to make sure it’s worth your time.”

Micah raises his eyebrows and smiles. He wasn’t expecting this. “Okay, well, I’m intrigued! Let’s continue our discussion in a moment. I’ll go send my friend along.”

He departs, leaving me in the studio. I realize now that my coat has been dripping dirty water all over his floor since I came in, and I put the jacket on his auto-drying coat rack by the door. I’m considering if it would be appropriate for me to clean his floor when he bursts back in.

“Alright, Nicholas, you have my undivided attention. Tell me about this project that you just must have done tonight,” he purrs at me, sitting on an antique wooden desk in the middle of the studio.

“First order of business—Nicholas is dead, so burn that name and burn that I was here. I need a new face and a new identity. I need it to be traceable, I’m planning on taking on this person’s life. I don’t care who it is, only that they’re reasonably high up and also reasonably unimportant. And before you tell me you don’t do this kind of work…well, let’s just skip the dance alright? I know you do it, you know you do it, let’s proceed from there.”

With each sentence, Micah’s smile is growing, until at the end he looks fit to burst out laughing. He claps his hands together in excitement. “Oh dear, this is going to be fun! I’ll assume that you’ve come into some resources then, but you probably don’t want the most expensive option that I can offer. Before we continue, you know face melting isn’t very fun, right?”

DNA assisted skin manipulation, or face melting as it’s commonly referred to, is a very trendy body modification for the richest of the rich. There are a few people in the city that are gifted at it, but Micah is the best. And while it is totally legal to alter your body to whatever beauty standard you want, it is incredibly illegal to alter your body to look like someone else. Which is why this is Micah’s back-door only business. Through means that are opaque to me, he procures bodies of recently deceased elites who are also not yet known to be dead, and offers them as new skins for those looking to make a societal advancement. Very few people can afford the service, and while only Micah knows the real numbers, I’m guessing it doesn’t take very many people to be worth his time.

I laugh and nod. “This is going to hurt like hell I’m sure. What’s available that will make a good match?”

“Well if you really want someone rich and unimportant—” He looks at me to verify and I nod, so he continues, “then I think we might take a look at a certain young heir that was found drowned in a hot tub last week. Natural causes I assure you,” he says while waving his hands grandly.

If I was certain of one thing, it was not natural causes. I also don’t think Micah was out there killing people for his side business, that would be a step too risky. Maybe the kid had a bad habit of sticking Luna up his nose, who knows.

“It’s strange, it never works out this well. You must be lucky, darling. Or maybe someone’s looking out for you.” He winks at me, and then turns around on the desk. He pulls a key from his pocket and undoes a drawer on the backside. After some rifling, he spins back around with a forest green folder in his hand that he extends to me. “Here we go, review this while I start to measure you. Let’s see how much work we have ahead of us.”

I take it, the front is blank, and so I flip to the first page. Allen Cloudspire greets me, he looks smiling and affable. Being a Cloudspire, his family will be immensely wealthy, but not as connected and important as a Sungate family. He was 25, like me, but the years look like they were much kinder to him. He’s handsome, with a strong jaw, sharp blue eyes, and long brown hair that hangs in loose curls, but not so handsome as to stand out from a crowd. If I were to close my eyes and imagine someone that looked rich, his face might pop up as a template. He was perfect.

As I was reading, Micah flitted around me with a tape measure. Occasionally interrupting me to grab an arm, or foist my chin up, to take some obscure measurement. The data was connected to some holographic image of me that was being constructed in the corner. It clarified with each new measurement.

I thumb to the next page in the dossier and find an outline of connections. Not married, parents are still alive, no siblings to deal with, and a couple friends to be aware of. No job—thankfully most of these rich kids didn’t work or I’d have to learn a new skill—and no real time commitments at all it seemed. One long term relationship, now ex, that’s still somewhat in the picture. There’s a section in the folio dedicated to her that I flip to and it immediately makes me crack into a devilish grin.

She’s a Sungate and a neoprog. I bet I can use that as a way in. I’ll have to resurrect their relationship, looks like she left him recently for Luna use and lack of a political interest. So I just have to be clean and give a damn, pretty low bar here, is that all these rich girls need?

Her photo is disarmingly beautiful, deeply intelligent eyes stare out at me from the page, challenging my assumptions. I keep reading, and my jaw drops. Dorian (father) and Dorothy (daughter) Sungate are a powerful family with connections to the Medical Authority. Shit, she’s perfect, I just need to use her as a way in! I’m being drawn in by her eyes and luxuriously thick lips, they’re brewing a curious anticipation in my guts. Swallowing hard, I flip to the next page and a hard drive falls into my hand. Pulling it out between two fingers I raise it up to Micah, questioning him with my eyebrows.

“Oh dear, that’s your homework! You see, I only make you look like someone, you have to do the work to become that person. That little treasure trove is a digitization of his core memories. Sometimes they’re a bit fractal with users, but his seemed well established still. After the surgery, I’ll install that, but it’s up to you to integrate it. It can be a bit, hmmm, overwhelming. It’s no small job to distill those after they’ve gone cold, but that’s why I’m the best at what I do, darling.” Pride oozes from him, like a cat that’s brought home a kill. I nod and tuck it back into the folder.

“I think you’re right Micah, this is a perfect fit,” I say, motioning with the folder. “Now, how bad is the damage?” I point to a now complete hologram of me. With a few clicks on the screen on his forearm, I watch as my transparent form is splayed open, and then the form of Allen Cloudspire is grafted on top of it. Calculations whir across the hologram, showing differences in measurements all over our bodies.

“Unfortunately for you, dear, this is going to be a very, very painful experience,” Micah responds.


      [image: image-placeholder]Micah hums steadily as he works, I can hear it as I drift in and out of consciousness. The anesthetic bot is a few generations old, and every time I wake up I can hear it click to life and meter out more to put me back down. I don’t mind though, I can’t feel anything and it makes me aware of the steady progress. Or maybe, aware isn’t the right word.

I numbly blink into existence as Micah’s humming fills my brain. I fly along behind the melody for some time, alive with the twists and turns of tune, before realizing that there is a tugging sensation at some very distant thing. Numbly, I connect that this tugging belongs to a group of sensations that belong under the header body, and in the same moment I remember that I am not just a floating consciousness.

With great focus, I narrow it down to my left leg, and in response my eyes open and I see a great amount of activity in the mirror above my bed. Small robots fly around Micah and latch onto me like giant mosquitoes. He directs them like a great conductor. I buckle under the strain of existence, and the increasing anesthetic, and disappear for some time. When I reappear, Micah is working on my face and our eyes meet.

Oh no dear, that just won’t do, his mouth says to my ears, and he manually adjusts a dial on the anesthetic bot. I plunge back into darkness and stay there.

When I wake again, it’s as if no time has passed. My eyes open, and I stare up into a grand room that’s very different from my surgery site. I’m alone on a bed that seems double my size, and infinitely soft. The hand carved, wooden frame extends above me and white gossamer curtains billow down. A bamboo ceiling fan stirs the air above, and I watch the transparent sheets dance in it. The bed and fan are certainly antiques from the pre-city era, and I’ve never seen their equal. When I try to move my head to observe the rest of the room, I realize that my entire body is unresponsive, and panic wells in me.

Micah’s head appears in my vision, smiling down at me.

“Well good morning, gorgeous. No, don’t try to talk quite yet,” he says, placing a finger delicately over my lips. “You went through quite an ordeal last night, and there are nerve blocks in place through most of your body. When they wear off you’re going to be in a world of pain, so as soon as your fingers move I’ll start administering some pain meds. This is going to be a journey. I have you set up in my private apartment so you can recover in peace.”

Reaching behind him, he grabs the hard drive from the folder and shows it to me. “Let me be the first to welcome you into your new existence, Allen Cloudspire. Now since you’ve got all this time on your hands, why don’t you start on some of this homework?” He touches the hard drive to my screen, and the files start to transfer.

The depth of them shocks me, these fully formed memories from a different life. New neural pathways arc through my brain, new connections establish, and a myriad of images spill across my eyes. They all feel like scenes that I know intimately, so dear to me to be obvious, but I’m only just remembering them for the first time. It’s overwhelming, and I get lost in this sea of who I was before, and who I am now. My hands grasp at whatever they can find, all my muscles are tensing under the strain.

Micah leans in, and injects something into my neck. I relax instantly, but the memories continue unbroken. And I drift through them.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next weeks are distilled pain. My skin hurts, my muscles ache, my bones groan all over my body, and no amount of medication takes it away entirely. I’d writhe from it—all I want to do is crawl out of my skin and stop existing—but all my limbs are held down to the bed in what look like giant metal sleeves. Every hour, flashes of light emit from them and needles inject things into my appendages. These are bone growth accelerators, I’ve heard of them but I’ve never seen one. Electricity occasionally courses through all my muscles causing them to cramp in repeat succession, and pain to lance through my body. All my requests for a mirror have been denied.

Micah visits me frequently, to check on my pain levels and mental state. He sponges down my body to keep it clean, and replaces my catheter and colostomy bags. Whatever human decency I had has been stripped away. Beyond his visits, I am left only with Allen Cloudspire. Always, Allen.

In my moments of coherence, I visit his memories and make mental notes of his affectations, and the acute nature of his relationships. In the moments when the pain is unbearable, I focus on his life as it plays behind my eyelids. I breathe him in. In my sleep the new memories continue, tracing and retracing new neural pathways. It’s suffocating and oppressive. The non-stop barrage is torture, and by the second week I have started to lose the boundary between the Nicholas who was and the Allen who is.

When Micah comes in next I tell him, tears streaming down my face.

“I’m losing myself in this, Micah. It’s swallowing me whole and no matter what I do I can’t stop it. It just keeps going mercilessly.”

He pauses in checking my vitals and puts a hand gently on my shoulder. “That’s the point, Allen.” He only calls me Allen now and it makes me want to fucking scream. “You have to fully absorb this new identity, you need to become this person. You have to be able to understand all of the nuances of their relationships, and react instantly just like they would. In the best outcome, you forget who you were before, apart from them.”

Through gritted teeth I tell him, “I can’t fully lose myself. I have work to do. I need to keep one foot in the grave so I remember why the hell I did all this.”

His grip tightens on my shoulder. “Then keep your memory in focus, too. Let them mix. As much as we’re making you Allen right now, we’re also recreating him in you. Let him exist with you, not separate from you. Your success depends entirely on how stubborn you are. Thankfully, in my experience that’s not a trait you’re lacking in any way.” At this, he takes his hand back and leaves the room.

And so I focus on the work. As I unpack each new memory, I build a bridge between Nicholas and Allen. I imagine myself explaining to Allen my why, my own histories, just as he shows me his. Two lines of memory course through me, and I realize that I had been fighting to keep them separate, to keep the boundary firm. I let them mix and bleed together. I see myself standing in the background of his memories, a silent observer, and I open the door to let him stand in mine. We stir, and become something new together.


      [image: image-placeholder]At the end of two weeks, I’m allowed to leave the bed and explore my surroundings. My bones have tenuously reformed, and from here on loading them will help them to grow even faster. The pain, once sharp and present, has receded to a dull roar.

The room I’m in is infinitely more interesting than what I could see in bed. Pre-city era antiques line various shelves around the room, some of them I can only guess at the function. Mechanical toys with huge wind-up pieces are sat next to palm-sized timepieces that spring open at the press of a button. Each is meticulously maintained and free of dust, museum quality I’d estimate. I move from shelf to shelf in awe.

A memory stirs of my father taking me to an antique gallery when I was younger. I walked the aisles of bizarre objects held in glass cases with my hands clasped behind my back. The smell and age of it brought a silent peace to the place. It’s only when I see my father load his pipe in my memory that I realize it came from Allen’s life.

Micah comes in as I’m staring at some giant metal contraption with letters and numbers on levers. “Ahhh, I see you appreciate my gallery. That’s called a typewriter, it was used to draft written words back in the day. Still operational too, although the ink has long since dried.” I cautiously press down on some of the letters, and watch a smoothly oiled mechanical lever bring up the adjoining letter.

I see a beautiful engraved disc next to the machine and pick it up. It looks like a timepiece, but it’s lighter and flatter. I press the latch, and a mirror springs open in my hands. Seeing my face, an animal fear hits me in the chest, and I scream. I shut my eyes against the image, but it’s seared in my brain. It’s wrong, that’s not me, how can that be me? I drop the mirror, and it shatters on the ground as I back away and stumble over to the bed behind me. I fall down onto it, holding my head and crying.

Kicking the shattered pieces, Micah says, “Damn, I thought I had grabbed all the mirrors. It’s really much too early for you to be seeing them, my apologies.” He sits down next to me on the bed, and puts a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Look, most people go into this process thinking that they’re taking over someone else’s identity, but it’s around this point that they start to realize they were in error. We’re resurrecting the dead here and bringing them back to life inside you. They’re taking you over and it’s difficult to maintain a concept of self through it.”

He pauses and looks into the distance for some time before continuing. “I’m going to tell you an open secret, most of the society knows this already, but they try to not acknowledge it. How do you think I’ve maintained my body without aging for so long? Do you know how long it’s been? Five generations that I know of, maybe longer before that.”

This breaks through to me, and I stop crying. I roll over and sit up to look him in the face.

“Five generations, that’s a long time. Longer than face melting can maintain a young form. You see, Micah Skysreach is an idea, and when that idea gets too old, it finds someone from a younger generation to carry the torch. The original Micah died 450 years ago, but each generation adds to his memories and they’re all transferred to the newest member.” At this, he turns back to look into my eyes. “You see friend, I’ve been through this before. I don’t even remember my old name at this point, and it’s better that way. It’s hard for you now, but in time you’ll adjust. You will be okay.”

I’m gaping at him, at the thought of a single being continuing in this way for five generations. It breaks my concept of reality. “How have you not been caught? Don’t the authorities care?” It’s the only thing I can think to ask.

At this he erupts in laughter, a twinkle coming back to his eye. “Oh they’re well aware, trust me. But as long as I maintain such wealthy patronage, they don’t dare move against me. And society will always lust for someone that can make them younger and more beautiful.”

He stands, and smoothes the wrinkles out of his pants. “Feel free to explore my house, and make sure to rest. I have a feeling you won’t get much of it once you leave here.” He turns and flashes a brilliant smile, and it’s infectious, so I smile back. He’s a beautiful man, and I can see now in the painful depths of his eyes what that beauty has cost him. He leaves the room and leaves me with my thoughts.
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